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The encounter in the archive
Records of violence: Most of the archival texts on Cashier only exist by virtue of
violence inflicted on him by legal, medical, and media institutions. Cashier appears
from these records in the manner of so many other queer historical subjects who
“reach us only because of the violence that touched them”, as “figures… constituted
by the violence that they experienced” (Love 48). The violence which conditions
Cashier’s emergence as a historical figure problematizes any desire to incorporate
Cashier into queer history, as such a gesture is only possible because of that violence.
Secondhand accounts: Cashier was illiterate, and therefore none of the written
records of his life are in his own hand. All surviving records are written by someone
else, given in another’s voice. Cashier signed documents with an ‘X’, which a literate
witness would authenticate as ‘his mark’ (see “Approved Pension File” 36). The
archive of Cashier’s life has always, therefore, been in the hands of others.
Fabrications: Mary Catherine Lannon, whose family was among Cashier’s neighbors
in Saunemin, writes that Cashier was remembered for “his affinity for telling ‘tall
tales,’ tales which had often obvious factual flaws”, plot holes and anachronisms
which revealed them as fictions (95). This ‘habit’ extended to the “conflicting,
sometimes demonstrably untrue, information about his background” (Lannon 95).
Facing demands to render his life legible to government authorities and to the
reading public, Cashier refused to give an authoritative account to anyone, instead
leaving historians to stitch together fragmentary and contradictory stories.
The Case File of Albert D. J. Cashier: Notes from a Queer Archive
Audrey Salmons ‘23 – Sponsor: Professor Mandy Gutmann-Gonzalez
Introduction
This project analyzes the history of Albert D. J. Cashier, a
transgender man who emigrated from Ireland to the United States
and fought in the U.S. Civil War, to understand how Cashier
emerges as a historical figure from the collection, curation, and
interpretation of the records and artifacts of his life. With funding
from the Steinbrecher Fellowship, I was able to travel to the town
where Cashier lived to study the material artifacts of his life and
talk with local historians who have worked to preserve these
artifacts. Drawing on archival texts as well as works of fiction,
poetry, and theory, this project works toward a form of
historiographic writing which does not aim to excavate and
accurately represent the trans subject of the past based on
historical evidence, but to trace hesitancy and ambivalence in
archival texts, to seek Cashier’s voice in the places where the
record stutters.
Fig 1: This double photograph of Cashier was reproduced hundreds of times
during the final years of Cashier’s life in newspapers and as souvenirs
distributed by Robert Horan, another veteran from Cashier’s company (Davis
111).
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Field notes
When I traveled to Saunemin this past July, I was able to extend this project
into affective and social registers not found in the digitized archives to which
my research had previously been limited. Though my field work was limited by
the constraints of the pandemic, I was able to spend time with artifacts such as
Cashier’s house and grave. I also forged personal connections with Cheryl
O’Donnell and Al Arnolts, amateur historians who work to preserve and curate
these structures. Local interpretations of Cashier’s life tend to be cisnormative
and bound up with the dangerous nostalgia which pervades the history of the
U.S. Civil War. Interacting with Cheryl, Al, and others materialized some of
these theoretical problems as palpable risks and complicities felt in the
medium of conversation. Exploring the area around Saunemin also prompted
me to pay closer attention to the role of landscape and transportation
infrastructures in shaping the trajectory of Cashier’s history.
Ghostwriting
To paraphrase sociologist Avery Gordon, when history “insists on finding only
the facts, it has no other choice but to pursue the fictive, the mistake it seeks to
eliminate” (26). Jack Halberstam writes of transgender biography focused on
pinning down historical fact as “a sometimes violent, often imprecise project
which brutally seeks, retroactively and with the benefit of hindsight, to erase
the carefully managed details of the life of a passing person, and that recasts
the act of passing as deception, dishonesty, and fraud” (48). Against such
readings of trans lives, Halberstam insists that “it is necessary to read for the
life and not for the lie. Dishonesty, after all, is the just another word for
narrative” (74). Similarly, Elizabeth Freeman puts faith in “the legacy… of
queers as close enough readers of one another and of dominant culture to
gather up, literally, life’s outtakes and waste products and bind them into
fictitious but beautiful (w)holes” (xxii). In formulating the kind of writing I will
need to do here, I am holding Freeman’s “commitment to the pleasure and
power of figuration” (xxi) in tension with Heather Love’s advice that “[t]aking
care of the past without attempting to fix it means living with bad attachments,
identifying through loss, allowing ourselves to be haunted” (43). The figure I
make of Cashier cannot render him whole, and nor should it, if in writing I
intend to follow his ghost. To this end, I am using my research on Cashier to
create a work of historiographic metafiction which takes up as its imaginary
inheritance Cashier’s project of fabricating his own fragmented, ghostly figures.
Fig 2: Medical examination form: “Attention is invited to the outline of the human skeleton and figure
upon the back of this certificate, which should be used to indicate precisely the location of a disease
or injury, the entrance and exit of a missile, an amputation, etc.” (“Approved Pension File” 62-63)
